RALPH    RASHLEIGH
The majority of the settlers were time-expired convicts who
had themselves suffered from the treatment, and by that
curious twist in human nature, they mostly took pleasure in
visiting the same hardships as they had endured upon the
unfortunate men who were assigned to them. They were a
rapacious class, but lacking in that self-control which is
essential for the building of a fortune upon small beginnings,
and the profits of the harvest were as often as not dissipated
in a burst of debauchery which left them penniless for the
rest of the year. It was an almost normal condition for
settler, family and assigned men to live for over half the year
on maize and a small ration of pork. Against all the ill-
treatment and hardship there was only the magistrates*
court from which to seek relief and protection, but as the
magistrates were to a man employers of assigned convicts,
their interest was so naturally the maintenance of the most
stringent system of discipline and subordination, that the
aggrieved men were practically helpless. As a matter of
course the type of convict who had by reason of his especi-
ally evil character become camp constable, overseer, and
other petty official, pursued a similar course when he be-
came free by creeping by devious methods on to the bench
of magistrates, there to exercise his tyranny in new and
more powerful ways. At this period the position of men in
the circumstances of Ralph Rashleigh was as hopeless as it
could be.
It was not long before Rashleigh was broken to the tough
labour with the hoe, and though his muscles were hardened
by the strain, he was tormented by hunger and sought ways
and means of adding to his meagre ration. The old trick of
grating corn to meal which he had learnt on the plains did
not satisfy him. He wanted more meat, and contrived to get
it by trapping stealthily occasional fowls from Mrs. Arlack's
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